The current study sought to investigate the relationship between critical thinking and speaking ability among EFL students at Payame Noor University (PNU) of Rasht. This research concerned determining the fact that whether language students who are as critical thinker, perform better in their speaking ability or not. In order to answer the research question and test the hypothesis, 100 PNU English students were selected by applying IELTS speaking test as the samples of this study. Then in order to figure out critical and uncritical learners, Lauren Starkey Critical Thinking Test including 30-multiple choice item was administered to the participants. After that, based on the obtained data and due to lack of normal distribution, Spearman non-parametric correlation was employed. The findings of the current study revealed a significant correlation coefficient among these two major variables. In fact, those English learners who were recognized as critical thinkers performed better in their speaking.
Purpose of the Study
The goal of this study was to provide an insight into critical thinking and speaking ability of Rasht PNU EFL students. Being critical thinker at PNU is very imperative, because it may lead students to involve in discussion, ask more questions, better and faster decisions and finally take more benefits in a short time and limited number of sessions which are the characteristics of distance learning. Moreover, the critical thinkers' feedback may have positive impact on the other students in order to take a more dynamic role in their speaking. Therefore, this study concerns determining the relationship between being critical thinker and able to speak well.
Review of Literature

A brief history of the Idea of Critical Thinking
The intellectual roots of critical thinking according to Paul, Elder, and Bartell (1997) date back to Socrates teaching methods and perceptions about 2500 years ago, who detected by a teaching practice and questioning that people could not logically support their claims to different ideas. He highlighted the essential of asking deep questions that make people into thinking before accepting any opinion. The significance of questioning, pursuing evidence executing arguments closely examining main assumptions and concepts, and discovering the inferences of what ia said and what is done, was established by Socrates. His teaching practice and probing questioning method is now known as "Socratic Questioning" and is the best known strategy and technique for critical thinking.
Plato, Aristotle and the Greek scholars followed Socrates' method and believed that things are often different form what they appeared and only trained mind is able to figure out the reality of things. Based on these traditions, for those who was eager to recognize the deeper realities, the need to think rationally, logically, systematically was felt in order to detect implications from the delusive appearances deeply and exactly, for the only thinking which can take us beyond the surface, is thinking critically that is inclusive, well-reasoned, comprehensive, and responsive to objections (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997) .
The idea of systematic critical thinking was represented in the writings by Thomas Aquinas in the Middle Ages. The potential ability of reasoning and also the need for systematic reasoning was empowered by him. Based on Aquinas' thinking, critical thinkers do not always discard the established rules or ideas, only those that lock logical basis. Thinking critically about different problems, situations and issues such as religion, art, humanity, society and the need to think systematically was started since the time of Renaissance (15th and 16th centuries). In England, Francis Bacon in his book The Advancement of Learning, argued explicitly the crucial of systematic thinking and studying the universe empirically. He called bad habits of thought (idols) that lead people to believe what is false or misleading. Descartes wrote the second text in critical thinking, called Rules for the Direction of the Mind, some fifty years later in France. He argued and defended the need for clarity and precision in thinking, and developed a method of thinking based on the principle of systematic doubt, means that every aspect of thinking and ideas should be questioned, doubted and tested. "I think, therefore I am" is the famous words of Descartes who emphasized the importance of utilizing skillful way of thinking (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997) .
The critical thinking movements has widespread impact on the day-to-day life of human beings. The overview of critical thinking approaches revealed that the ideas and beliefs without considering the logical and rationale behind them, may be a sort of prejudgment and prejudices and restrict the perspective and learners' point of views. So having the critical eyes into different evidence is a crucial prerequisite of rational action and knowledge (Paul, 1985) .
One of the primary objectives of schooling and education is the ability to think critically, so nowadays, providing the students with critical thinking skills by different procedures and approaches is crucial in various educational fields worldwide (Paul, 1985) .
Having sufficient content knowledge is one of the imperative preconditions of the ability to think critically. Learners will not be able to have a critical view to the evidence, if they have little knowledge or information about the topic, in that case, executing the topic in order to figure out the best solution (Willingham, 2007) .
Some studies like the above mentioned were conducted in the area of critical thinking and sought to determine the connection of different skills with this concept. Among the researches which were performed on this concept, the studies by Malmir and Shoorcheh (2012) and Sanavi and Tarighat (2014) , have more relationships with the current study. Although, the present study is different in some aspects. This is a correlational study at Rasht PNU with the distance learning system of education and specific features and shortcomings such as limited number of sessions, lack of time, and delayed feedback in order to figure out the relationship between critical thinking and speaking ability and finding out how the possible interrelation among these two concepts can influence and www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 9, No. 6; 2016 promote teaching and learning processes.
Speaking Skills
It seems that speaking is the most crucial among the other language skills, since 'Speaker' of a language referred those who know a language well, as if all other skills of language (listening, reading and writing) included in speaking skill (Ur, 1996) .
While speaking, the one can reveal that how much he/she knows a language, how much demonstrate the correct grammar, vocabularies and so forth. Therefore, speaking can cover other language skills and is essential to improve it in a great manner.
Speaking skills can be defined as the most important part of an EFL course. With the improvement of technology and the need for internationl communication in the current century, language learners take part in language classes to enhance their ability of speaking. Those learners who are more effective in their speaking performances are much more successful and effective in school and in other areas of their lives (Malmir & Shoorcheh, 2012) .
Based on Folse (2006) , most people believe that knowing a language means the ability to speak a language since speech is essential in order to communicate in the society with the other people, but speaking a language for foreign language learners can be very difficult because adequate oral interaction requires the ability to utilize the language appropriately in social communication. Interaction involves not only verbal communication, but also paralinguistic elements of speech such as stress, pitch and intonation (Seligson, 1997; Fulcher, 2003) .
Oral and spoken interaction concerns producing and negotiating language in a different way which is used in writing. Speakers and listeners deal with producing and processing language in spoken interaction at the same time, but these two skills are highly sensetive and greatly dependent on time constraints which means that they must process language as they go without any opportunity to go back, check and make necessary changes. Speakers must also consider the relationship with others or to whom they are listened and based on the meaning they wish to convey adjust their language (Thornbury, 2007) .
Among the macro skills of language, speaking is the most difficult skill to assess meaning that recognizing oral ability is difficult (Joiner & Jones, 2003) . Speaking is an interactive process of constructing meaning that involves producing, receiving and processing information (Brown, 1994; Burns & Joyce, 1997) .
Speaking is highly dependent on the context in which it occurs. The participants, their background knowledge, the aim, the subject experiences and physical and mental circumstances may have effect on form and meaning of speaking.
A speaker's skill and speech habits have an impact on the success of any exchange (Van Duzer, 1997).
Speakers must be able to anticipate and then produce the expected patterns of specific discourse situation. They also manage discrete elements such as turn taking, rephrasing, providing feedback or redirecting (Burns & Joyce, 1997) .
According to Luoma (2004) two methods are applied for determining and assessing speaking skill. Observational approach in which the students' behavior and performance is observed and assessed immodestly. In the structured approach, the students are required to perform one or more specific oral communication tasks. Then their performances on the tasks observed and evaluated. The task can be applied indirectly or in a group. In the present study we administered structured approach for interviewing each learner individually (as cited in Malmir & Shoorcheh 2012).
Features of Spoken language
In order to discuss the nature of spoken language, we must be clear about different aspects of spoken language. For example Carter (2004) states creativity as a 'feature of spoken language'. For Miller and Weinert (1998) the simplicity of noun phrases is an important characteristics of spoken language.
Here we deal with four features of spoken language: Prosody, Fluency and Accuracy, Grammatical and Lexical Features and Corrective Feedback and Evaluation.
Prosody
According to Chafe (1994) prosody refers to pauses, prominences, pitches and changes in the quality of voice which strengthen spoken interaction. Chafe (2006) states that "spoken language is produced in prosodic phrases or in other words, intonation units, regardless of whether read aloud or spontaneously spoken" (p. 62).
syllables and words, as well as alternating with speaking and a dialogue (p. 63). Hughes and Szcepek (2006) note that "turn-taking in a dialogue is heavily influenced by prosody, as interlocutors rely on prosodic cues in addition to syntactic cues when taking their turn as a speaker" (p. 127).
Based on the definition it can be said that prosody is likely to affect fluency. Wennerstam (2000) considers the role of prosody in fluency and stares that "fluent speakers do use pitch levels to indicate relationships between phrases and to segment their speech into turns" (p. 116).
Fluency and Accuracy
While talking about teaching speaking skills, the first concept which normally come to mind is fluency/accuracy dichotomy (Solcova, 2011) .
Based on Segalowitz (2003) fluency is "an ability in the second language to produce or comprehend utterences smoothly, rapidly and accurately" (p. 384). It reveals that both concepts are closely related to each other. Two important aspect can influence fluency: Speed of delivery and regularity means a natural amount and distribution of pauses (Bygate, 2009 ). Koponen and Riggenbach (2000) state that "it is impossible to define fluency as a unitary concept" (p. 5). Carrol (2004) notes that "in discussions on second language talk, it is not well established what exactly causes the perceived non-fluency" (p. 202). Koponen and Riggenbach (2000) continue to discuss that "within language assessment discussions fluency is therefore often understand as a lack of excessive breaks in speech" (p. 8).
Freed (2000) also notes that "the terms competence, proficiency and fluency are indeed commonly used interchangeably, and also given multiple definition" (p. 244).
Lennon (2000) defines fluency as "the rapid, smooth, accurate, lucid and efficient translation of thought or communicative intention into language under the temporal constraints of on-line processing" (p. 26).
In sum, there does not a single definition for fluency, for example Lennon (2000) , Wennerstam (2000) , Freed (2000) and Carroll (2004) state that pauses, breaks, hesitations, repeats and other such phenomena do not reveal that the speaker is not fluent.
Grammatical and Lexical Features
Miller and weinert (1998) discuss spoken language grammar and state that the phrases and cluses in spoken language are syntactically simpler than in written language. In addition, Mc Carthy (1998) holds the opinion that spoken language deal with certain types of ellipsis, such as auxiliary verbs, subject pronouns and articles.
As regard the lexical aspects of spoken language, Riggenbach (1998) notes that "the range of spoken language vocabulary differs from that of written language" (p. 63).
Regarding casual conversation, Mc Carthy (1998) notes that, the vocabulary tend to be marked with relational function, in order to establish social relations between the interlocutors, rather transmiting information.
Corrective Feedback and Evaluation
According to Solcova (2011) , error correction or correction feedback is closely related to the concept of accuracy and thus to teaching speaking. Those errors which do not change the meaning are usually overlooked in real life. Similarly, those errors of second-language speakers which do not interfere with meaning are normally ignore (Light bown and Spada, 2006) . Therefore, it sounds unnatural if teachers focus on correcting the structures and grammar rather than meaning. Although error correction can be helpful, over-correction of errors may have negative impact for further speaking production especially when the learners' thoughts in interrupted by the teacher error correction, while the learners try to express their ideas and thought (Solcova, 2011) .
Methodology
Speaking skill as one of the fundamental abilities of English students is highly important and imperative especially in TEFL. The researcher encountered many graduated English students who are not able to talk accurately and fluently. This problem even is more severe at PNU context due to its special educational system (distance learning) with the deficiencies such as lack of enough time, limited number of sessions, delayed feedback which can intensify the problem. The present study amied at investigating the interrelationship between critical thinking and speaking performance among English students at Rasht PNU to figure out its influences on promoting speaking skill. 
Design of the Study
This quantitative research concerns determining the correlation between two different variables. Quantitative research is a data-led method which provides data that can be accurately and precisely measured. The specific research design was correlational; this type of research is typically identified as lack of treatment or any comparison groups.
Participants
The population of the current study were about 325 EFL students learning English at Rasht Payame Noor University (PNU). The sample size based on Morgan (1970) table was 175 English students which were chosen by random sampling. Both male and female students participated in this study. The students were originally from Guilan state; with the same cultural and notional background and the span of students' age was between 22-30 years old.
Instruments
In order to investigate the correlation between two major variables, the following instruments were applied:
IELTS Speaking Test
As the first step, IELTS speaking test was administered to check the proficiency level and come up with the homogenized group.
Lauren Starkey (2010) Critical Thinking Test
This test including 30-multiple choice item was employed to the participants to figure out critical and uncritical thinkers.
Data Collection Procedures
In order to answer the research question and test the hypothesis of the study, the following steps were implemented: First, to ensure the homogeneity of the participants, IELTS speaking test was applied to the participants. In this case, oral interview was held and the voice of students was recorded. Then, these recordings were submitted to two experienced teachers of both genders in order to guaranty the reliability. The average scores given by these experts were the real scores of students' performances which was guaranteed inter-rater reliability. From the total population who took part in the testing session, those learners whose scores were one standard deviation above and below the mean were selected as the subjects of this study.
Afterwards, Lauren Starkey critical thinking questions including 30-multiple choice item were provided for the participants to figure out critical and uncritical thinkers. Finally, a correlational statistics was employed to determine the possible relationship between critical thinkers and speaking ability of EFL learnes.
Data Analysis Procedure
As it has already been mentioned, the researcher concerns determining the fact that whether language students who are as critical thinker, perform better in their speaking ability or not. Hence, to analyze the obtained data, the statistical procedures used for measuring the correlation between two variables was Spearman non parametric method, because we did not deal with normal distribution. The test generated a series of tables that has defined the relationship between two variables. The hypothesis of the study was tested through the statiscal methods. All of statistics were measuerd through SPSS software.
Results
In the present study, English students studying at Rasht PNU were considered. To make sure that all students are at the same proficiency level, IELTS speaking test was applied to the sample students. All subjects were asked the same questiones. The interviews were recorded for further detailed scoring. In order to ensure the inter-rater reliability of the assessments, each tape-interview was rated by two raters. The average score given by these two raters, were the students' real score. Those students whose scores were one standard deviation above and below the mean were selected as the subjects of this study.
Afterwards, Lauren Starkey critical thinking questions including 30-multiple choice item were used to distinguish critical and uncritical thinkers. Finally, in order to figure out the relationship between variables, a correlational statistics employed. According to the obtained data and non normal distribution, non parametric Spearman was applied in order to calculate the correlation between the above mentioned variables.
Descriptive Statistics
In order to answer the research question and test the hypothesis, the collecting data were analyzed in the www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 9, No. 6; 2016 following order: To examine correlation between two continuous variables, correlation coefficient was employed. For this purpose, at first step normality test was applied in order to recognize whether distribution is normal or not. Then according to the results of the normality test, the researcher assigned the type of method that could be employed: Pearson parametric method or Spearman non-parametric method.
In order to figure out the exact probability of normality, the results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test has reported for critical thinking and speaking ability in the below table. Two statistical probability in the test are:
H 0: Variable has normal distribution.
H 1: Variable has not normal distribution. On the other hands probability of normality for speaking ability variable is acceptable (KS=1.069, Sig.>0.05). Considering the result (Non normality of one variable) for determining the correlation between two variables, Spearman non-parametric method was employed. Figure 1 . Scattering graph of speaking ability against critical thinking
Correlation Analysis
In this section the researcher has investigated correlation between two variables: critical thinking and speaking ability. Before doing so, it's very effective to see the scatter graph of these two variables, because by applying this graph all possible patterns between two variables can be clarified very well. The following graph has shown scatterings of critical thinking and speaking ability. In addition, the scattering pattern of spots has specified by locally smoothing. According to the graph, it can be revealed that by increasing the critical thinking levels, the ability to speak has significantly improved. So it can be predicted that there has been significant correlation between critical thinking and speaking ability.
The following table has clarified the results of Spearman correlation coefficient between critical thinking and speaking ability. Statistical probability in this test can be stated as follow:
There is no correlation between critical thinking and speaking ability.
H 1: There is correlation between critical thinking and speaking ability. According to the results, there has been strong correlation coefficient (r=0.915 ) between these two variables which is statistically significant. Therefore based on the obtained date, the hypothesis of the present study (there is no relationship between critical thinking and speaking ability of PNU students who major in English) was rejected (r=0.915, Sig. <0.05).
Conclusion
English students at Rasht PNU were studied to investigate the possible relationship between critical thinking and their speaking ability among their population. The specific design of this quantitave study was correlational due to lack of applying any treatment. Then IELTS speaking test was employed and the voice of students were recorded in order to submit them to two experienced teacher of both genders. In order to achieve the inter rater reliability, the average scores given by these experts were the real scores of students' performances. Afterwards, Lauren Starkey critical thinking test inclouding 30-multiple choice item was provided to recognize critical and uncritical thinkers. Finally, as the researcher was engaged in non normal distribution, a non parametric Spearman correlational statistics was used to determine the relationship between the above mentioned variables.
Based on the results of the present study, the correlation coefficient index (r= 0.915, sig< 0.05) is statistically significant, means that there has been a strong positive correlation between critical thinking and the ability to speak English. In fact, by increasing the critical thinking level, the ability to speak English is significantly improved. Therefore, English students who are as critical thinkers and be able to decision logically, as the results of the study indicated; also show better performances on their speaking ability. So, the research hypothesis was rejected.
The findings of the present study were in accordance with the results of previous studies regarding the impact or relationship between critical thinking and speaking performances. Mostly there has been an agreement between the findings revealed by Malmir and Shoorcheh (2012) which investigated the impact of critical thinking on Iranian EFL learners' speaking ability. The other research by Sanavi and Tarighat (2014) , which was intended to investigate the impact of teaching critical thinking skills on the speaking proficiency of Iranian EFL learners in Tehran was in accordance with the current study. In both cases, the strong significant positive impact on the above mentioned variables were recognized. Although, as it has been already mentioned that there were strong relationships among the current study and the ones which were pointed out above, this study is different in some aspects. This research was a correlational study at Rasht PNU with distance learning educational system and some features and shortcomings such as limited number of sessions, lack of enough time and delayed feedback which may likely has an impact on the teaching and learning processes. In spite of the findings which can be inferred from different studies, there are some limitations that maybe the researcher is not able to control them. One of these factors can be the sample size and it was less than the required one based on Morgan (1970) table.
The reason was related to the students' final examiations, bring the questionnaire after deadline, and etc. The other factors such as non normality distribution, gender, and their background and notional characteristics may likely affect the validity of the research.
Implications and Recommendations
The outstanding pedagogical implications in this research correspond with the statements of the following researchers: Worrell and Profetto-Mc Grath (2007) noted that employing critical thinking activities can increase learners' level of thinking and help language learners enhance their speaking abilities simultaneously. Critical thinking can enable the learners to go beyond the surface and information which can be provided by the other participants during the conversation.
The outcome of the present study revealed information which can be extremely effective especially in TEFL, indicating that a critical thinker is a better language student, because critical thinkers can ask appropriate www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 9, No. 6; 2016 questions, relevant information, reason logically based on the available data and come to reliable and truthworthy conclusions about the others' opinions in various setting.
The current study sought to emphasize that critical thinking and speaking are interdependent and interrelated. Vygotsky (1962) noted the interdependence of thought and speech and has highlighted that thinking motivates speaking and vice versa. Thinking is not confined to speaking ability, other language skills are all related to thinking. In fact, the hidden basis of all cognitive activities is thinking. The findings of this research can be helpful and effective for those students who study in the distance learning system, especially English students due to the crucial role of promoting oral and speaking skills.
The significant results of determining critical thinkers in TEFL are not limited to speaking ability and they are helpful for other language skills. By the time the students are critical thinkers, they would be more successful in their speaking performances. Students who are not critical thinkers, would perform poorly on their speaking ability. knowing these facts, both students and teachers will be aware of the crucial role that critical thinking has in the students' speaking ability. Therefore, the teachers' recognition of critical thinkers can change the teaching and learning process. The teacher also can assist the uncritical thinkers by introducing and teaching critical thinking strategies in the classroom.
The university which was considered in this study (Rasht PNU), may suggest to central organization that revise the contents of students' text books. It also can be proposed that considering the type of questions which can involve students' critical thinking may likely improve this concept among students due to its characteristics such as self study and distance learning. Descriptive question type would be more effective than multiple choice questions. The professors also must be familiar with this concept and perform critical thinking instructions in the classroom, in order to activate this quality especially for English learning students in which the ability to speak fluently and accurately is extremely important.
To recapitulate, the problems which the researcher deals with at PNU and it has already been mentioned, having a critical eye to different issues may improve the speaking performances of English learners. As the results of this research indicated there has been a strong correlation between critical thinking and speaking ability which led the hypothesis to be rejected. The previous investigations which were conducted by different scholars such as Malmir and Shoorcheh (2012) and Sanavi and Tarighat (2014) supported the idea that applying critical thinking in various English skills and abilities would be extremely effective. By eliminating the above mentioned shortcomings of PNU, it can be predicted that the psychological properties of learning would be standout.
